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            Prologue

         
         
            2003

            Stockport Plaza Theatre

         

         wythenshawe’s no. 1 psychic! proclaimed a poster on an easel onstage for tonight’s show: a clairvoyant called Queenie Mook. The name was so peculiar,
            it couldn’t be made up.
         

         
         “You wonder who decides that?” Roisin said. “It’s not like you can get . . . accredited.”

         
         Aged twelve, she was proud of “accredited.”

         
         Her mother looked at her with narrowing eyes, under Lancôme-blacked lashes, sensing sedition.

         
         When Roisin had been permitted to join her girls’ night out, it came with a warning.

         
         “Don’t bother if you’re going to be a smartarse; it’s rude to Diana and Kim,” her mum had said. “Di’s dad, Rodney, died of
            acute pancreatitis last November. She’s hoping he’ll come through.”
         

         
         “Oh, right,” Roisin said, thinking that treating Queenie Mook as a switchboard for the afterlife didn’t seem destined for
            success. Her promotional material showed she mainly worked cruise ships.
         

         
         “They’ve been at sixes and sevens since. Rod still ran the financial side of the drain-cleaning business.” Lorraine made it
            sound as if Diana had a pressing but functional inquiry: where is the 2001 VAT return, or similar.
         

         
         Roisin wanted to attend for two reasons: curiosity about mediums, and because this was a properly exciting jolly. Her mum was drenched in a force field of Guerlain Shalimar, a lion’s mane of salon-blown hair, satin dress stretched across her hips, sheer tights, and patent heels. 

         
         It was fun to be in her mother’s orbit on such occasions, seeing the heads she turned. Like being PA to someone famous. There
            was a taxi from Webberley, Lorraine’s perfumed coven demanding Lionel Richie’s “All Night Long” was TURNED UP, PLEASE.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes to curtain up. Thanks to the carafes of pink wine they’d seen off during the preshow brasserie dinner, there
            was a flurry of trips to the ladies’.
         

         
         Lorraine went first, then Di and Kim together.

         
         “Don’t you need a wee?” said her mum, after a minute of concerted pouting into her makeup compact. Roisin vaguely wondered
            if Lorraine wanted her out of the way. For the purpose of a surreptitious phone call, perhaps? Her parents kept secrets. Roisin
            was always caught between wanting to know what they were, and not wanting to know what they were.
         

         
         “Nah.”

         
         “Hmmm, I think you should go. We’re in the middle of a row, and those seats will fill up.”

         
         Roisin’s conviction that her mother had an ulterior motive deepened. But she knew it was easier to comply, so she stood up
            and headed to the toilets. Most of the stall doors were closed. As she plonked down on the cold seat in her cubicle, she heard
            the acoustics of the other occupants exiting theirs.
         

         
         Flush. Door bang. Tap gush. Flush. Door bang. Tap gush.

         
         “With the way Lorraine’s hitting the Pinot Blush, I assume she’s no longer with child?” said a disembodied Kim.
         

         
         For a split second, Roisin thought they meant her.

         
         “Oh no. She got rid. A couple of weeks ago.”

         
         “She never told Glen?”

         
         Glen. Roisin’s dad was called Kent. (A pub landlord called Kent. His name was a gift to customers he kicked out.)

         
         “God, no. As she says, what would be the point? He’d not want her to keep it, and two’s enough. Who’d go back to night feeds?”

         
         “What about Kent? Did he know?”

         
         “Doubt it, don’t you? Don’t ask, don’t tell.”

         
         “Mmmm. She wants to be more careful.”

         
         “Says she had a dodgy omelet at the Fox & Hounds, threw up her pill. Never thought.”

         
         “You know, I’ve wondered about the food at the Fox’s. I had coleslaw once that tasted like tuna. I’m sure it gave me the shits.”

         
         There was a blast of an air dryer, which obscured the next part, until Roisin could tune back in:

         
         “. . . does what he likes too. She and Kent are like a couple of carefree teenagers, aren’t they?”

         
         “Mmm-hmm. She’s free of that particular care now, anyway. Is my skirt seam straight?”

         
         They clattered out.

         
         Roisin sat with her knickers round her knees as she absorbed the fact her mother had got pregnant by a man she knew as one
            of her parents’ card-playing friends.
         

         
         This information put the official signature on a disorientating, gruesome experience she’d had a year earlier. On these particular
            social occasions, involving Texas Hold’em and copious amounts of tequila, her parents issued stern warnings not to come downstairs
            under any circumstances.
         

         
         Roisin and her brother had long ago developed a technique for sneaking down to spy on Christmas present wrapping, and later to subvert being grounded: the bar in the family pub was high enough that as a smaller person, you could crouch low and crab-scuttle behind it. 

         
         You were unseen in the saloon at the front, which the grown-ups typically inhabited after hours. You could, with the agility
            of a safecracker, carefully unbolt the little door panel at the side and escape into the lounge, and then the pub garden and
            Webberley beyond.
         

         
         This Saturday, despite the muffled hubbub below, Roisin had a powerful craving for Dr Pepper. She would look back and wonder
            if, in fact, her subconscious had a thirst for knowledge, because the appeal of the drink and the potential bollocking in
            no way balanced out.
         

         
         Roisin crept downstairs, heart in mouth. Sliding the bottle out of the rack and hooking its medal lid on the opener was made
            infinitely easier by the raucous, booze-fueled badinage of her dad and a woman, Glen’s wife, Tina, unseen but very close at
            hand. Cigarette smoke curled in the air, and the jukebox played something jazzy. Ice clinked. Laughter exploded.
         

         
         Mission accomplished, as Roisin gripped the soda pop bottle, yet something compelled her to take the insane, additional risk
            of opening the side door and poking her head into the lounge bar. In the near distance, at the pool table, two figures were
            clamped together. She couldn’t see the faces of either. Her mother’s legs, feet with painted toenails in gold strappy shoes
            that Roisin coveted, dangled either side of bare male buttocks. Roisin made out foreign, animalistic noises as the dull thud
            of understanding hit her in the guts. A cry of shock and objection caught in her throat before she withdrew and fled back
            upstairs to lie awake in bed, awash with sweat and chest pounding, trying to make sense of what she’d seen.
         

         
         Now returning to her place in the theatre balcony, Roisin felt similar.

         
         She couldn’t help staring at the near-imperceptible, shallow curve of her mum’s stomach under shiny fabric. Inspecting her
            glossed face for clues. When had she done it, the termination? During a school day?
         

         
         She’d assimilate tonight’s lurid intel entirely by herself, with perhaps one failed attempt to discuss it with her younger
            brother, Ryan. No matter how many times he made it clear Roisin’s revelations weren’t welcome, she lived in hope of him as
            a confidant.
         

         
         Roisin became grateful for the distraction of watching Queenie Mook ply her strange trade, in the multicolored, up-lit, kitsch
            altverse of the variety theatre.
         

         
         Queenie was very petite and had a helmet of fluorescent orange hair, a startling synthetic tangerine that recalled Johnny
            Rotten.
         

         
         She addressed the throng as “my loves” and was dressed in a silk blouse with an egg-size enamel brooch, navy trousers, like
            the manager of a branch of Vision Express. Roisin was a little disappointed, having envisioned an imperious sixties matriarch
            with a chignon, in a beaver-fur coat.
         

         
         The show soon settled into a rhythm—Roisin figured out it was a game of harvesting information from the audience, while weaving
            the illusion of having supplied it. The phantoms, seen and heard only by Queenie, only ever offered their first name, which
            was always a plain and common one. None of them gave surnames, which would’ve resolved identity a lot quicker.
         

         
         A procession of Teds, Marys, and Jacks queued up. Queenie auctioned their presence to the auditorium, along with a few other salient yet vague details. Perhaps Mary loved music—“everyone would say that about her, she says”—or “Jack was motioning a steering wheel? Did he . . . like cars? Drive tractors for a job? Did he—sorry if this is difficult, my loves—die in a road accident?”
         

         
         There’d eventually be a gasp of recognition from somewhere in the stalls, and Queenie would zero in on a target.

         
         However, whether the message was indeed for the—usually emotional—recipient was conditional. If they corrected Queenie too
            many times, she’d snap: “Sorry, my love, this message isn’t for you,” and move on briskly.
         

         
         Lorraine, Kim and Di were rapt throughout, hanging on Queenie’s every word, wiping under their eyes when Queenie provided
            dubious catharsis. Diana’s dad, Rodney, did not put in an appearance. Should’ve had a more common name, Roisin thought.
         

         
         Roisin’s composure only faltered in the last twenty minutes, during an interaction with a widow near the front row.

         
         The woman’s late husband, Clive, victim of a chronic lung condition, was reportedly onstage with Queenie.

         
         The widow was sobbing. The chicanery of the whole thing had seemed like relatively innocent, if bizarre—fun to Roisin, until
            that moment. Did Queenie know she was inventing these visitors? Did she really give credence to her own powers? Do liars always
            know they’re lying?
         

         
         “When he went, it was fast?” Queenie said, once the woman had quietened.

         
         “No. It was slow. He was on oxygen for weeks.”

         
         “But when he went, it was fast?” Queenie paused. “Clive’s telling me it was fast; he’s very certain,” she added, to make it clear who the woman was contradicting.
         

         
         “He keeps gesturing to his chest, as if he’s short of breath,” Queenie added, banging her own sternum with a fist, somewhat
            unnecessarily.
         

         
         “Uhm . . . well, at the end, I suppose it was quick?” the widow said.

         
         “That’s what I meant,” Queenie said, nodding. “He is saying: ‘It was slow, but fast at the end.’”

         
         Roisin barked a small laugh. People glanced over, and her mother angrily shushed her.

         
         “How can it be slow and fast?” Roisin whispered, and Lorraine glared.
         

         
         “Clive wants you to know you did everything right. He loves you very much. He says it’s lovely where he is,” Queenie said.
            There was audible weeping, and more expressions of gratitude. Roisin squirmed. Queenie clearly knew it was time to go out
            on a high.
         

         
         “Thank you for being here and sharing what I call my moments of clear seeing with me,” Queenie said, and the room broke into rapturous applause.
         

         
          

         The arc of history was long, and it bent toward sick humor. When Roisin and Joe broke up, twenty years later, Roisin could
            only think that it was perfectly summarized by the paradox of Queenie Mook.
         

         
         It was slow, but fast at the end.
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         “Miss, Miss, MISS. Miss? Dirty weekend with your boyfriend? Miss!”
         

         
         Amir gestured at the suitcase standing sentry behind Roisin’s desk, which she was poorly concealing by draping with a cagoule.
            He was in the naughty-yet-good-natured category among her students, and she responded accordingly.
         

         
         “Very clean, actually, Amir. A spa weekend with some of my girlfriends.”

         
         If there was one thing that both her childhood and her career had taught Roisin Walters, it was that lying to kids might not
            be noble, but generally got the job done.
         

         
         “A SPA. Like a sauna?” He chewed his pen and made a cheeky face.

         
         “Back to the text, please. I’m going to collect your papers in . . .” She glanced up at the wall clock, her ever-reliable
            teaching assistant. “. . . five minutes’ time!”
         

         
         “Miss,” Amir persisted, then seeing her under-her-brow look of skepticism: “No, no, no—it’s about the book!”

         
         Roisin rolled her eyes. “Go on.”

         
         “Right, everyone thinks Great Expectations is good, like. A posh book. Which is why we’re studying it in an English lit lesson.”
         

         
         “Yes?” Roisin knew a time-waste trolling when one began, and so did Amir’s peers, waiting with delighted anticipation for
            the payoff.
         

         
         MPs who ran the parliamentary session down with pointless, aimless debate were “filibustering”; online arguments which involved repeated requests for evidence, made with faux-sincerity and excessive civility, were an exhaustion tactic called “sealioning.” 

         
         Roisin felt neither filibusterers nor sealioners could hold a candle to a class of restless Year Tens in a so-called easy
            subject on a sunny Friday afternoon, right at the end of term.
         

         
         Last week, one of Amir’s accomplices, Pauly, had arrived at her lesson with a breed of tiny, furious-looking dog she was told
            was called a “Brussels Griffon” in an old-fashioned white-wheeled pram. Pauly was allegedly “childminding” this creature “for
            his nan.” The canine, known as Sprout and resembling an abandoned Jim Henson project, had caused a disruption akin to the
            president landing in Air Force One.
         

         
         “And this Dickens book is well old. One hundred and sixty years old,” Amir continued, in his quest for enlightenment.

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “So, in another 160 years—that’ll be . . . the 3080s,” he said, pretending to count off his fingers. Comic pause. “Will everyone
            in here be reading Fifty Shades of Grey, yeah? It will be a well old proper book.”
         

         
         The class responded with the required laughter, Amir grinning proudly. Roisin waited it out.

         
         “I doubt it, but that’s still a question worth asking. Thank you, Amir.”

         
         She judged that with what was left of this lesson, subverting Amir was more fruitful than trying to get everyone back to pondering
            the motives of Abel Magwitch.
         

         
         “It’s because the worth of literature is not only determined by the passage of time,” Roisin said.

         
         “My mum and my auntie really like it, though,” Amir said, to more cackling. “My auntie reads it on her Kindle . . . in the
            bath. If you catch my drift.”
         

         
         This information provoked hyena whooping.

         
         “And they can enjoy it,” Roisin said, her tone making it clear she was ignoring the innuendo. “Not all books have to be studied
            for education.”
         

         
         “Why is Great Expectations better than Fifty Shades, though? Is it because it’s by a dead man, Miss? Isn’t that sexism? And . . . alive-ism?” Amir chewed his pen again.
         

         
         Despite herself, Roisin smiled. He was putting sincere effort into this derailing.

         
         “It’s because Great Expectations is about class, social mobility, and the way we use that social status to judge human worth, and Fifty Shades is about a billionaire having sex with a college student.”
         

         
         Getting the teacher to say the word “sex” was, of course, a huge victory in itself, and her Year Tens’ last period before
            the weekend now took on a festival atmosphere.
         

         
         “Exactly, Miss, so a college student boning, like, Elon Musk, is socially climbing, then,” Amir said, pausing for a high-five
            with Pauly, the pensioners’ choice of dog sitter.
         

         
         “It sounds like you’ve thought about this, have real insights on this subject,” Roisin said, folding her arms, leaning against
            her desk: “Perhaps you should give a presentation on the meanings and themes of Great Expectations and their mirroring in Fifty Shades?”
         

         
         “Totally up for that, Miss. I’ll need a telly brought in, though, because I will have to show clips from the films to explain
            what I mean, properly.”
         

         
         “Sadly, those films are rated R, Amir, so not only is it not allowed, but I’m also sure you’ve not seen them.”

         
         “I totally didn’t see them because my auntie doesn’t have them all on Blu-ray, Miss.”

         
         “Well done, Auntie.”

         
         The bell rang, a piercing shriek, and the usual scramble to the door ensued while Roisin called, “Papers on my desk before you go, please!” 

         
         “Is your husband’s new show on this weekend, Miss?” Amir said, loitering, as he hooked his rucksack over his shoulders.

         
         Roisin was momentarily startled.

         
         “Sorry, boyfriend,” Amir said, mistaking the reason she looked taken aback.
         

         
         Roisin had thought Joe’s next project had flown under the radar of the population of Heathwood School. She’d been careful
            to barely mention it to colleagues too: forgetting the name of it when they asked. Promising and then failing, on purpose,
            to tell them when it aired.
         

         
         But if Amir knew, then everyone knew, or they soon would do.

         
         “Uhm, yes, on late, though.” She tried to recover a smile. 

         
         “I’ll ask my auntie what it’s like, then,” he said, with a wink and a cackle, as he swaggered out.

         
         Alone in the classroom, Roisin tied up the unruly stack of pages of lined paper with hot hands, and swallowed hard.
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         Miss Walters, a popular, and at thirty-two, youthful member of the English department, was known for two things.

         
         Firstly—and this was a low bar for fascinating character traits, but that was comprehensive schools in leafy areas like Cheadle
            for you—she had burgundy hair.
         

         
         Roisin didn’t spend much on her appearance, but her one vanity splurge was her below-shoulder-length mermaid waves. They were
            a glossy shade of black-claret grape that wasn’t so punk that it immediately registered as not natural, but equally didn’t
            exist outside of children’s picture books, Marvel films, or Aveda. Joe called it her warrior space princess hair.
         

         
         She usually wore it up in a large crocodile clip for work, which didn’t stop admiring female pupils asking for details of
            prices and treatments involved, and the male ones sometimes wanting to know why she had “a purple bun.”
         

         
         The other thing to know about Miss Walters was that her partner, Joe Powell, was a screenwriter.

         
         Three years ago, he’d created and written a drama about Scotland Yard’s real-life “super recognizers” squad, people with incredible
            powers of recall for faces: SEEN. (Caps Lock, trendy production company’s own.)
         

         
         Initially, the nature of Joe’s job was merely gossip in the staff room, but you no more contained gossip in the staff room
            at Heathwood than an airborne virus.
         

         
         She’d not expected Joe’s show to become a culturally beloved, “watercooler” mega ratings hit that millions watched. In her defense, neither had Joe, or the television bosses. Its cast of unknowns were now household names, its plot twists were worthy of tabloid stories, and on the evenings when it was transmitted, Twitter didn’t really talk about anything else. 

         
         After the season-two cliff-hanger finale, Roisin was being asked in every lesson if it was true whether its lead character,
            Harry Orton, was really dead, or if he’d survived being shot and falling into the Thames.
         

         
         Her by rote answer: “I don’t know, and if I did, I still couldn’t tell you!” (Real answer by Joe: “I wish he fucking was,
            the whingeing diva.”)
         

         
         She had been relieved when SEEN went on what Americans called “hiatus” before its third season, despite an outcry from the nation.
         

         
         The career breakthrough for Joe that they’d thought would mean calmer, warmer waters financially was more like a tidal wave
            that washed away life as they’d known it before. It had left them clinging, bewildered, to a remaining rock. (A very nicely
            appointed rock: they’d bought a luxury apartment in a converted chapel in West Didsbury. When handed the keys, they’d felt
            as dazed and fraudulent as if the money had come from a drug deal.)
         

         
         Joe had blank checkbooks flapped open around him to write whatever he fancied in the rest from SEEN, and he’d come up with Hunter. It was a three-part show about a maverick Manchester detective and sex addict thrill-seeker, Jasper Hunter. “Much darker
            and edgier than SEEN,” Joe said proudly.
         

         
         Having realized she was a powerless passenger on this drunken joyride, Roisin’s feelings about Hunter were mixed. She didn’t know whether to fear failure or success. Given Roisin didn’t like her accidental notoriety at Heathwood as it was, she was sure she’d like being asked about a shagging drama even less. Sex scenes written by your partner—it was going to feel weird, and she didn’t even get to feel weird in private. 

         
         What could she say to Joe, though? Please don’t depict frantic carnal couplings and make everyone think about you and your girlfriend of the last nine years?
         

         
         It was an intractable problem. It was also what her department head, Wendy Copeland, code-named as “NFI”—Not Fucking Ideal.

         
         Roisin opted for the underrated coping strategy called pretend it isn’t happening, and without intending to, Amir had made it clear that was an illusion.
         

         
          

         She wrestled her suitcase out from behind the desk.

         
         It’d be fine.

         
         This bells-and-whistles minibreak in the Lake District would take the curse off. She’d view the first episode in the bosom
            of her friendship group and feel a sense of proud ownership. The mocking in her lessons would bounce off her like small stones
            on a toughened windshield, ripping along at motorway speed.
         

         
         Roisin knew she was self-soothing, and it’d only really convince her when she had a glass of wine in her hand, and not for
            long after the point she didn’t have a glass of wine in her hand. But fuck it! Otherwise, there was pretend it isn’t happening.
         

         
         This holiday was thanks to their friend Dev, an extrovert, indefatigable social engine, and onetime reality TV star, who’d
            won the short-lived, torrid Flatmates, almost three years ago. He had hired what looked to be, on the photos in their WhatsApp group, a stately home.
         

         
         Tonight, they had a dinner party, celebrating Dev and his fiancée, Anita, getting engaged. Tomorrow, there was a party for
            their friend Gina’s recent birthday, and afterward, the mansion’s screening room would be deployed for the premiere of Hunter.
         

         
         Roisin was getting a lift up with their friends Gina and Meredith; Joe was heading there already with Dev (what with writers
            and ex–reality TV stars keeping much more loosey-goosey schedules than secondary schoolteachers). Their mate Matt was arriving
            via airport transfer, after some kind of wine tour in Lisbon with his latest woman, because of course he was.
         

         
         Roisin rolled her wheeled suitcase down the corridor and out through the entrance-exit and into the school car park. It was
            teeming with departing kids, shouting, kicking balls, anticipating two days of freedom before the last week of the school
            year.
         

         
         Gina’s classic VW camper van, in orange-and-white colorway, was easy to spot, and indeed had been spotted by curious pupils.

         
         “Ahoy there! Your unobtrusive carriage awaits. Throw that anywhere in Ethel.” Meredith gestured at the slid-open door, and
            Roisin’s case. The van, which Gina had won in a raffle last year, had been christened Ethelred the Unready. Given the running
            costs, the competition organizers had a cheek calling it a prize rather than an adoption.
         

         
         “Though if you don’t wedge it in properly and Gina takes a corner too hard, it will be the last thing to go through your mind.
            You all right with me in the front, doing the navigating?”
         

         
         “Damn right I am,” Roisin said, manhandling her belongings into a shape where she was available to lean over and hug Meredith.

         
         She was in a very Meredith outfit of gold Birkenstocks, rolled-up jeans, a T-shirt saying alexa, play cher, and a raggy headscarf tied in her fusilli pasta–shaped wild mop of blond curly hair. A look she called “gay mum goes to
            Latitude Festival.” (She referred to herself as an “out-of-work lesbian,” due to an extended period of being single.)
         

         
         “Actually, I’m going to stretch my legs,” Gina said, appearing round the side of Ethel. “Hi, Rosh. We’ve got tins of Pornstar Martini in the bag under your seat, dig in. I am not digging in yet, obviously.” 

         
         Gina, both bosomy and slight, was in a fluttery spring-summer yellow dress and blush ballet slippers. Her shoulder-length
            brown hair was tied up in a practical scrunchie. This one small concession aside, she looked absolutely nothing like someone
            about to confidently manhandle a tin bin with a steering wheel the size of a bicycle tire for an eighty-mile distance. Yet
            there was no safer or more ballsy driver.
         

         
         “Miss! MISS! MISS WALTERS?”

         
         They all looked over to see Amir and Pauly, waving.

         
         Amir shouted: “GET ONE OF THEM MASSAGES WITH OIL!”
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         “This place,” Meredith said, as they began their approach. Twelve grand for the weekend, she mouthed, with an expression of faux-scandal.
         

         
         “Are you kidding?!” Roisin said, pulling the tin of metallic-tasting, foamy Pornstar from her lips and grimacing a little.
            It was like pineapple-flavored phlegm.
         

         
         As they hit a loop in the winding path among the trees that offered a clear view of Benbarrow Hall, Roisin actually gasped.

         
         She’d been readying herself for grandeur, yet still felt like a Jane Austen heroine, intimidated by the estate of her suitor.
            It seemed as if the approach should be soundtracked by the clip-clop of hooves and not the complaining rumble of the VW van’s
            engine and Paul Simon’s Graceland.

         
         Benbarrow Hall sat on a hill, a storybook mansion made of slate-gray Gothic turrets and sand-colored stone. The late-afternoon
            summer light made its giant arched windows glisten cinematically.
         

         
         “Fuck my boots!” Meredith said reverently. “It’s a monster.”
         

         
         “It’s like a murder mystery place,” Gina said, easing off the accelerator and letting Ethel slide to a near halt so they could
            admire it fully. “Like you’d find Colonel Mustard in the study, with the lead pipe.”
         

         
         A contemplative moment passed.

         
         “Makes you think,” Meredith said.
         

         
         “Makes me think it’d be worth the risk,” Gina said. “Imagine the size of the en suites.” She rattled the gear stick. “Come
            on, be reasonable, Ethel. Relationships are give and take.”
         

         
         They lurched back into motion.

         
         “I feel properly dirty for letting Dev spend this much,” Roisin said. “Are we okay to only contribute a groceries delivery?
            Is this immoral?”
         

         
         “Oh, Dev is as Dev does. And Dev does a lot,” Meredith said, turning back to the road. “Seriously, though. You know that you
            no more deter Dev from a tremendous plan than you bring a 747 out of the sky by shaking your fist at it.”
         

         
         This was true. They surveyed rolling green slopes down to the lake, the surroundings reflected in the still mirror of the
            water, and collectively continued sighing.
         

         
         The van grumbled to a stop in a space next to Dev’s shiny blue 4x4. After he won £70,000 from Flatmates, he set up a media consultancy and now employed twenty people.
         

         
         The women in the group still earned entirely normal salaries: Meredith worked for the government; Gina did external comms
            for Manchester University. (They’d bought together in Urmston, a plan by Meredith to get them both on the property ladder
            early.) Whereas Dev and Joe were now loaded, and Matt, well, he was in sales for a wine merchant, so who knew. But good living
            was like breathing to Matt, as he was from a fearsomely well-off family. Roisin hoped this increasing disparity in wealth
            wasn’t what would end up dividing them all.
         

         
         Going on one obscenely spendy trip, based on three special occasions, was one thing. It couldn’t set a precedent.

         
         “Which door do you choose?!” Meredith said, as they dragged their luggage toward the building. “I’d not want to be a delivery
            driver looking for their Safe Space, would you?”
         

         
         Roisin turned her face into the warm breeze and breathed in more countryside than she usually experienced. She left it to
            Joe to have artistic flights of fancy, yet she sensed being on the verge of events. Her gut told her things were about to happen. Perhaps that was the magic of any holiday: it lifted you out of the familiar and gave you a brief aerial view of your life in progress. It made you confront your world’s smallness in a vastness of opportunity. 

         
         They opted to fumble their way into the back of Benbarrow Hall through a group of sheds, with that unmistakable farmyard smell,
            and the intriguing rustling noises of nonhuman life. The wheels of their suitcases on rough ground sounded like an angle grinder.
         

         
         They tried the wrought-iron curly handle on a door that led into a cavernous, brick-shelved pantry and then through to a stunning
            kitchen. It was a mix of vast brushed-steel modern appliances, Art Deco pendant lights, cream Aga range, and old flagstone
            floor.
         

         
         Roisin was a bit nauseous at how much she loved it. Her kitchen was great, and now her kitchen was shite.
         

         
         “Hello!” Meredith called. “The strippers are here!”

         
         Joe appeared in a doorway, holding a bottle of Camden Hells lager.

         
         “Oh, bloody hell, there’s been a mix-up! I asked for stacked slags, not knackered hags!”
         

         
         Gina hooted in delight. Meredith barked, “Bad twat!” and Roisin said, “Pffffft.” He threw his arms around all of them in turn,
            Roisin last.
         

         
         Joe looked good, Roisin thought, as she watched him squash his face, eyes squeezed closed in affection, into Gina’s slender
            shoulder.
         

         
         He’d acquired that subtle yet undeniable burnish of a higher flyer. His writer’s pallor had been contoured by California sunshine,
            and he was sharper-jawed and leaner-bodied due to sessions at Waterside Leisure Club with an unfeasibly handsome Ghanaian
            personal trainer called Eric. He needed to please Handsome Eric as desperately as if Handsome Eric were his emotionally inconsistent
            father.
         

         
         And the man who once wore the same Pixies T-shirt for days at a time was now clad in understated, well-tailored navy and gray things in soft, thin fabrics, which arrived in matte boxes with logos. 

         
         Joe slung an arm around Roisin and absently kissed her on the head, without making eye contact or focusing on her in any way.
            Gina and Meredith got blasts of warmth; Roisin was furniture.
         

         
         She asked herself, once again, if the last six months was a rocky patch or a terminal decline. Six months? Eight months. All
            right, being honest—a year.
         

         
         “Fair warning, Dev is at level seven or eight already, out of a possible ten,” Joe said. “It’s increasingly hard to tell if
            what we call his ‘bubbly moods’ are in fact some sort of manic upswing. Thank God he’s off the booze and chisel.”
         

         
         Suede’s “Trash” was blaring from a distant zone as they rolled and hefted their luggage into an incredible vaulted hallway.
            It was decorated with busts of statues on plinths, and a huge stone vase, the size of a small child, held an explosive flower
            display of white lilies, lime-green hydrangeas, gladioli, and snapdragons: the sort you got in hotel lobbies. They gazed up
            the carved wooden balustrades of the broad stairway, lit by a stained-glass window.
         

         
         “Those are stairs you descend down for dinner,” Gina said, as they all oohed and aahed.

         
         “And you can. Dinner at seven p.m. With canapés in the drawing room first,” Joe said, ushering them onward. The deal was,
            the men cooked tonight, the women tomorrow. It was rather cheesy to split the teams this way, but no one could think of a
            different rationale.
         

         
         They found Dev and Anita on stools at the bar. The room was done out with a crystal chandelier, noisy flocked wallpaper, and
            a neon sign on the wall that read it’s midday somewhere. It also had a music system, evidently.
         

         
         Dev jumped down at sight of them.

         
         “GIRLS! Have you seen! We’ve got fuckin’ HENS!” he shouted, doing fist pulls in time with crotch thrusts to the song, facial
            expression set in an underbite.
         

         
         “Are you planning on having sex with them?” Roisin said.

         
         Dev continued his gyrations, shouting: “ALSO DUCKS!” while doing a perturbing ass-slapping mime.

         
         His fiancée, Anita, abandoned what looked like a fishbowl G&T with juniper berries, and located the stereo, reducing Suede
            to a level where they could communicate.
         

         
         “WHADDYATHINK?” Dev said, in the new quiet, throwing his arms wide. “Some Bruce Wayne wild shit, no?!”

         
         “Awful, dismal, shabby,” Meredith said. “Very threadbare, isn’t it?”

         
         “Ask for your money back,” Gina agreed. “So dark! Needs some of those Velux skylights putting in.”

         
         “Honestly, Dev,” Roisin said, free to be sincere now the British part was covered, “out of this world. We don’t deserve you, or this.”
         

         
         “No one else I’d rather have here,” he beamed, gathering them all at once in large arms. Anita joined in.

         
         “Wait until you see how many dresses I’ve brought,” she said, voice muffled.

         
         “We practically needed a trailer,” Dev said.

         
         The voluptuous Anita was a makeup artist—specialty, shades for Asian skin tones—with a huge Instagram following; she and Dev
            had met exchanging DMs.
         

         
         The group loved Anita, having got off to a shaky start when she turned up post-fame and pre-rehab. It was a period when they
            were at maximum suspicion of New Dev Pals and actively trying to rid him of druggy parasites. Being a man who made friends
            with such ease and openness was terrible for an addict with a recognizable face.
         

         
         Thus, Dev’s old guard were initially near certain she was dating the infamous Dev Doshi for what the kids called “clout.” In fact, she was solid gold and good for him—someone as ebullient as Dev, without the hyperactive edge. She’d stuck by him getting clean and kept him out of places where he might meet unhelpful influences. 

         
         They were living in rented digs while they had the family house of their dreams built in Alderley Edge.

         
         When Dev said he’d proposed a few months back, they were able to offer a full-throated and wholehearted HOORAH.
         

         
         “Oh, my life! And finally, it’s the gentleman con artist Mr. Staff Wi-Fi!” Joe said, having lifted a swag of drape to peer
            out of the window.
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         “Staff Wi-Fi” was one of Joe’s more recent nicknames for Matt. Whenever they were in a venue with crap coverage on public
            Wi-Fi, Matt would be merrily messaging away. When asked how come it was possible, he would shrug and say, Oh, I got the password for staff Wi-Fi, doing a hand flap in the direction of front of house.
         

         
         There was absolutely no reason why a customer who wanted the staff password should get it, other than the fact the customer
            looked like a cowboy as imagined by Cosmopolitan.
         

         
         They clustered around the window to see Matt striding up the hill toward them in a Crombie coat, large boots with yellow laces
            (half-unlaced), a canvas duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He’d have a look of a man out of time, who’d clambered through
            a torn rift in space, apart from the fact he had a pair of headphones clamped round his ears.
         

         
         “Why’s he on foot?” Meredith said.

         
         “Look at this absolute plum,” Joe chortled, “Like he’s auditioning for the next Doctor Who.”
         

         
         “He was getting an airport taxi. He’s been in Portugal with . . .” Roisin, in vain, ransacked her mind for the name. “Cassie?”

         
         She held her hands out in hopeful prayer, teeth gritted.

         
         “Hah, Cassie is LONG gone.” Meredith snorted. “You’re so April–May.” She tutted. “This was . . . does it begin with an L . . .”
         

         
         The trouble was they didn’t file Matt’s glamorous girl pals by names, so much as salient detail for the post-fact analysis.

         
         They were like Friends episode titles. The One Whose Grandad Invented Striped Toothpaste. The One Who Kept a Chinchilla Called Shamone. The One Who Naked Video-Called Him at Three A.M. 

         
         “Ruby,” Gina supplied, in a calm, yet smaller voice.

         
         “Ruby! Of course,” Meredith said. “The . . . hot yoga enthusiast. Or maybe that was the other one.”

         
         Conversation moved abruptly to who was going to let Matt in. There was often this shift in tone, in unspoken deference to
            Gina’s feelings.
         

         
         Gina’s love for Matt was as powerful and constant as it was unrequited. The group stepped around it delicately while simultaneously
            not acknowledging its existence. Every so often, they’d try to persuade each other, unconvincingly, that it was long past.
         

         
         There was nothing to be done. Matt was very fond of Gina. No matter who Gina got involved with—and there was no shortage of
            men falling at her Barbie-size feet—they could tell she still yearned fruitlessly for him throughout. 
         

         
         It’s toxic hope, isn’t it? Meredith had said. Who knew there was such a thing.

         
         His carousel of meaningless flings was like artillery fire to Gina’s heart. Yet equally, they dreaded the day when Matt met
            The One, as it would hurt even worse.
         

         
         Dev darted off to intercept Matt. After a minute, he presented a similarly awestruck guest.

         
         “This is a bit of all right, eh?! Dev, you’ve outdone yourself. Hello everyone.”

         
         “The ensemble is complete! It’s like Peter’s Friends but with even worse people,” Joe said. “Wait, what is going on with your face?”
         

         
         At closer range, it seemed Matt, with sharp haircut and otherwise clean shaven, was sporting a thin pencil moustache. Matt
            put his fingers to his top lip.
         

         
         “Is it bad? Ruby told me it looked good.”

         
         “Ruby is clearly working for your enemies, sorry to say,” Joe said.
         

         
         “Why have you walked here?” Gina asked.

         
         “I asked the taxi driver to drop me off when we got closer. Looked too nice to drive through. I wanted to take it all in.”

         
         “What a good idea. I might have thought of it if I weren’t so lazy,” Meredith said.

         
         “We did stop the car briefly, which is kind of the same,” Roisin said. “Lisbon good?”

         
         “Lovely. Sunny. Though the hotel gym was below par. Had to queue for the rowing machine. It was quite dehumanizing.”

         
         “Who goes to the gym on holiday?” Roisin said.

         
         “Now you know,” Joe said.

         
         “Given Matt’s here—a toast!” Dev said.

         
         Anita had clearly been primed for this moment, already behind the bar and easing a cork from a bottle of champagne, slopping
            it into a row of glasses. Dev had a cloudy kombucha.
         

         
         “To the BRIAN CLUB!” Dev declared, once they were handed out. They knocked flutes and echoed him, saying, “The Brian Club!” while laughing, and in a split second, Roisin understood what this weekend was really about.
         

         
         She’d been so busy assessing her and Joe’s drift, she hadn’t spotted the group possibly becoming looser at the seams too.
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         The “Brian Club” title hadn’t been used in a long while, though it remained the name of their WhatsApp group.

         
         It was based on a notorious incident a decade ago, not long after they all met, while working at Waterstones Deansgate. Brian
            was a colossal arsehole who used to busybody around the shop most days, being obnoxiously difficult and making specious complaints.
         

         
         One day, after a fight with manager Dev over a mysteriously bespoiled tome about a cricketing legend, Brian dragged one of
            the shop stepladders into the middle of the Biography & True Stories section. Upon clambering aloft, Brian pointed—Invasion of the Bodysnatchers–style, with staring eyes and contorted expression—at Dev.
         

         
         “TWAT!” he shrieked, in the tone usually reserved for “Fire!” bringing many customers to a dead silent halt.
         

         
         Then Brian’s eyes alighted on Roisin nearby. “ANOTHER TWAT!”

         
         “Twat, twat, twat,” he narrated, jabbing fingers in turn at a startled Meredith, Gina, and Matt, who had rushed in to see
            what the commotion was about.
         

         
         A Saturday part-timer called Lia had also wandered into view, and Brian’s gimlet gaze fell upon her next.

         
         “You’re all right,” he conceded, to everyone’s surprise.

         
         Then Brian reeled theatrically at the sight of Joe, who was entering stage left with a stack of hardbacks about Edmund Hillary.

         
         Brian drew breath, extended a trembling forefinger, and said: “. . . A CUNT!”

         
         Roisin had wondered why Dev hadn’t invited more people to Benbarrow Hall—they certainly had the space—and now she knew it
            was to define who belonged. He was a benevolent patriarch, bringing the wayward sons and daughters together. Not letting them
            forget about the importance of family ties.
         

         
         “You know, I’m on the fence about the moustache,” Roisin said, looking at Matt appraisingly, after half a flute of Moët. “It’s
            strangely compelling. You look like the WW2 serviceman in one tattered photo found hidden in a bureau drawer during a house
            clearance. Who turns out in a family scandal to be the real grandfather.”
         

         
         “Yes! Sexy War Pilot Grandpa was the look I was going for! Thanks, Rosh,” Matt said.

         
         Joe rolled his eyes.

         
         “Seeing Ruby again, then?” Gina asked, and everyone’s shoulders tensed.

         
         “Therein lies an incredible story. ‘Ruby’ basically catfished me! But it was a reverse catfish.”
         

         
         “What’s a reverse catfish?”

         
         “A catfish is when someone’s hiding behind a different identity to their actual one, right? And their actual one tends to
            be a nasty shock? In this case . . .”
         

         
         “You know what, let’s save this for later?” Joe said, interrupting Matt. “Got the feel of something we need a sweet, floral
            dessert wine for.”
         

         
         Matt shrugged and said sure, and the subject changed. Roisin felt a pang at the mannerlessness of it, while understanding Joe was white-knighting Gina. She made a mental note to apologize to Matt and address it with Joe. Joe and Matt had always had a slight friction between them, but Roisin worried it had lately bloomed into a full-blown antipathy on Joe’s side. Matt was blissfully unaware, as Matt’s life generally was a lot of bliss and unawareness. 

         
         A month ago, she’d ticked Joe off for sniping and provoked a rant.

         
         “What irks me about Matt McKenzie is that if he were a woman, you’d hate him. Whereas I merely find him annoying and occasionally . . .”
            Joe paused to choose his word with the consideration of a word-choosing gourmet. “. . . dispiriting. But if he were female? My God. You’d judge him so hard and have got rid years ago. So don’t judge me.”
         

         
         “Why?! Because he dates lots of people? Dev gets on with him!”

         
         “Dev won a reality show because he gets on with anyone. ‘Dates lots of people’ is a decorous way of putting it, like he’s
            Michael Caine in the sixties. Don’t forget I know more than you, thanks to lads’ talk.”
         

         
         Roisin shrugged, a concession that this much was true.

         
         “He trades relentlessly on his looks and his whole concocted . . .” Joe waved his hands. “. . . lighthearted Casanova persona. But he plays with women like they’re catnip toys. He bats them around, until that addictive scent of the new is gone. I can’t imagine it’s very nice for them, and it’s horrible for Gina.”
         

         
         “Matt can’t help how Gina feels. Or how he doesn’t feel.”

         
         “Mmmm, maybe not. I think he can’t be with her because it’d have to mean something, and he can’t risk that. My guess is he’ll
            ruin both their lives by only realizing they should be together when it’s far too late. Which is very Matt.”
         

         
         “If he’s so awful, why would he be any good for Gina?”

         
         “He wouldn’t. But Gina, I am sorry to say, is never going to be truly happy with anyone else. Sometimes that just happens
            to a person. They can’t move on.”
         

         
         Roisin thought this was a trifle dramatic. Typical writer.

         
         “Mark my words,” Joe said. “He’ll realize she’s his forever love when he turns up on her doorstep, crying over the three kids
            he’s lost access to. Now with added drinking problem, a mortgage lost to the crypto crash, and a head full of Rogaine. And
            she’ll blow up her good-enough marriage to take him in.”
         

         
         Roisin had a secret suspicion about what really wound Joe up about Matt, which she wasn’t foolhardy enough to tell Joe.

         
         Joe’s self-image, if not much of his career, was based on his skill at a barbed observation and sparkling one-liners. Whisper it: Matt could do those too. He just didn’t make a deal of it. He casually chucked away for free what Joe cherished as his currency.
         

         
         Joe sensed competition, but worse than that, competition from someone who wasn’t bothering to compete with him.

         
         When Joe had finished his speech about Matt’s criminality, he opened his phone and tapped things he’d said into his Notes
            app. A move with which Roisin had grown wearily familiar.
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         “Was it really necessary to cut Matt short like that, when he was merely answering a question?” Roisin hissed, at the precise
            moment she remembered to raise it.
         

         
         Roisin had exited the bathroom in a towel, one smoky eye made up, kohl pencil in hand, the other eye slightly pink from the
            hot shower.
         

         
         Joe was sitting shoeless, smart-trousered, and cross-legged atop the quilt in their four-poster. Their room was so royally
            lavish that Roisin felt awed and yet borderline sickened, like it had raised her cholesterol. Was this where the concept of
            something making you weak at the knees came from?
         

         
         They’d opened the heavy wooden door to the sight of a giant potted fern, an Art Nouveau–tiled period fireplace, and a canopied
            bed, the sort women died in after childbirth. Dark red walls, like a blood clot. It could’ve been gloomy, but the sky-high
            ceiling prevented it from becoming overbearing. There was a freestanding, roll-top scarlet bath in the marble bathroom, along
            with a walk-in shower.
         

         
         Joe, who had been frowning intently into his silver MacBook Air, now looked up with a nonplussed expression.

         
         “You what?”

         
         She was sure Joe knew exactly what she was referring to. It suited him to feign confusion, to make it seem as if Roisin was
            forensically obsessive—slash—a massive nag.
         

         
         “When Gina asked Matt about his Lisbon girlfriend. We need a drink for that, Matt, hush now? I know we all want to protect Gina, but he’s not doing anything wrong either.”
         

         
         “Oh—he was clearly about to do some unseemly bragging about sexual athletics that Gina didn’t need to hear.”

         
         “He barely began; you didn’t know what he was going to say. He’s never exactly crude or graphic either.”

         
         “Ach, come on, you know Matt. Any opportunity to show off. Everything’s a horse to his Lady Godiva. And ‘the reverse catfish’
            sounded sufficiently ominous to me.”
         

         
         “Well, Gina asked him how it went. She may have a crush, but she’s not a child.”
         

         
         “Nor is Matt. Yet here I am, being told off for being less than mildly snippy to him.”

         
         Joe made a palms-up who’dathunk? gesture and smiled to defuse it. Roisin made a diplomatic head tilt in return. She dropped her voice even lower.
         

         
         “Look. I feel the pressure that Dev has made a huge gesture. He doesn’t want us squabbling and ruining it. This has to be
            a success, for his sake.”
         

         
         Or at least seem like one, she thought.
         

         
         “I agree, no squabbling,” Joe said. “Like . . . say . . . this.”

         
         Roisin had been outmaneuvered.

         
         He moved his eyes back to his screen.

         
         “Just tryna concentrate on transatlantic publicity schedules here. If that’s okay, darling.”

         
         Roisin was accustomed to this gently patronizing tone, when Joe reminded her he had VIP business to attend to. It had started
            out as ironic, and was now not particularly, if at all, ironic.
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         Roisin remembered when she used to pay for Joe’s train tickets to London, and for clothes that weren’t faded band tees. She
            didn’t mind, and today Joe could rightly say her investment had been repaid to the tune of many, many thousands. The apartment
            was in both their names.
         

         
         She wasn’t selfishly nostalgic for Joe being dependent on her; she was sure of that. She just wished it hadn’t led here.
         

         
         Once, Joe’s career had felt like wholly shared excitement; she had the seat next to him on the fairground ride. SEEN started out a moon shot, an outline written in coffee shops, its plot twists tested on Roisin as the first audience.
         

         
         So, wait: HE turns out to be the man in the video doorbell footage too? Wow, no, I wouldn’t see that coming. That’s really
               clever, Joe.

         
         Then it became a pilot script in Final Draft software—Roisin had enjoyed reading the lead female character’s dialogue aloud
            for him. She felt robbed when a hair-tossing actress got to say, palms down on desk: “Harry. I’d bet my life we’re dealing
            with identical twins. And if this play we’re making doesn’t come off, I HAVE bet my life!”
         

         
         Thing is, Roisin hadn’t only been unprepared for its impact, she’d been complacent. The great thing about Joe being the writer and not an actor, she’d blathered to the group, is he can get creative fulfillment and no hassle down Burton Road.
         

         
         When SEEN became signed contracts, they bought fish and chips and a £10 bottle of cava and had a picnic date in the park together. It felt like a statement, instead of going to a fancy restaurant. It’s going to be Still Us, the way we always were, Plus This. 

         
         Joe’s diary used to be: get up, drink black coffee, preferably wash, write, stick something in the oven, more writing. Rinse
            and repeat. Now it became complicated and ablaze with fuss. Roisin learned the lingo of “co pros” and “turnaround” and “punches.”
         

         
         After a day of high-powered breakfast and lunch meetings in the capital, Joe would get off the train mid-evening at Manchester
            Piccadilly, and Roisin would meet him for dinner out.
         

         
         He’d talk too fast and they’d drink too fast, and she gloried in every last detail of the latest developments. She was so
            pleased for him and always thought, girlfriend bias aside, he had the talent to make it.
         

         
         Then the work came so thick and fast it often made sense to stay in London overnight, and Hollywood called, and he was flying
            back and forth to Los Angeles.
         

         
         A production company in New York bought the rights to another of his ideas. At some point, Roisin accepted get past this week and things will calm down a bit was a coping mechanism lie of adulthood.
         

         
         Joe being away never bothered Roisin. She enjoyed her own company, liked hearing about his adventures.

         
         Yet somehow, at some point, hectic and mentally occupied became cold and detached.

         
         Roisin learned not to message Joe when he was away, because she rarely got much back. He must be the only man, she thought,
            to deploy the heart react emoji to WhatsApps as a dismissal.
         

         
         How’d it go with Searchlight? Heart. Did the hire car get replaced? Heart. Oh my God, that ginger cat is back soiling our garden! Pooing with his tail vibrating, making unnerving eye contact! Heart. You heart defecating cats, okay.
         

         
         She’d not raised it. When someone comes through the door after five days away bearing a duty-free Toblerone, you don’t want to greet them with whining. 

         
         A thought came to Roisin, and once she’d had the thought she couldn’t unhave it: the prolonged absences were doubling as practice
            for breaking up. Each time he returned, he was a degree more distant than the last time.
         

         
         Life had fundamentally changed, or maybe more accurately and painfully, Joe had changed. Can success really change a person, though? she wondered. Maybe it only brings elements that were always there to the fore?

         
         The humor that once bonded them felt like sparring, underscored by resentment. Like an arm-wrestling bout that had to have
            a winner.
         

         
         Plans with their friends were an obligation, if not an irritation—Joe always had something slighting to say.

         
         God, that place again? We’ve become bourgeoise. Soon we’ll have bless this mess decal stickers on our trash bins.

         
         She half wondered if hating on Matt was a way of carving out a convenient exit from the Brian Club. Sorry, not if he’s there—I can’t stand him.

         
         Sex had dwindled, and when it occurred, it had the unmistakable sense of reaching a deadline: best do it or it’ll become a thing we haven’t done it.

         
         When they first met, the spark between them was obvious. Joe had immediately mentioned he had a long-distance girlfriend,
            Bea, back in his home city, York.
         

         
         Nothing had happened between Joe and Roisin—nor would it, if the girlfriend had remained; Roisin wasn’t into foul play—but
            she’d catch Joe looking at her, across tables, at the hour of the night when blood alcohol levels were high and the lights
            were low.
         

         
         One Friday afternoon, Joe had found Roisin alone in a corner of the shop, stickering Signed By the Author copies of Terry Pratchett. 

         
         “I want you to know. I’m ending it with Bea.”

         
         “Okay,” Roisin said.

         
         “When I’ve done that, I’m going to ask you out.”

         
         “Okay,” Roisin said, and tried not to flush sunset red.

         
         He walked away. Whoa. Quietly spoken Joe, with a love of the graphic novels of Alan Moore and a winning resemblance to young John Cusack, had a
            streak of real confidence. It was undeniably, hugely attractive.
         

         
         Those were the days they hung on each other’s every word. The times they did nothing but talk: a day off together, walking
            round parks, browsing record shops, spinning pints of real ale out, in old boys’ pubs. Everything was interesting if they
            were together. Oh, to be that young again, when everything felt new.
         

         
         As the first—and, it turned out, only—couple of the group, they became the ones to have everyone back to their flat when they
            were all too pre-payday broke to go out. Joe on the music and snacks, Roisin on lighting candles and mixing drinks. They were
            foundation laying and empire building, as a team.
         

         
         Had someone else now been made a similar promise to the one she got made, over Discworld? Roisin had gone back and forth over it, and concluded:
         

         
         (1) Their origins story showed Joe could be ruthlessly decisive, and a year of near intimacy-free purgatory wasn’t that, and
            (2) he was talking about their getting a dog.
         

         
         Nearly a decade on, it was as if their love was a neglected, autumn leaf–strewn swimming pool. It technically still existed,
            yet Joe had drained the water out, inch by inch. If you jumped into it, there was nothing there. You’d break your ankles.
         

         
         Roisin had started seeing a counselor, without telling Joe.

         
         Do you think he’s being unfaithful?

         
         Hah, no. He’d certainly have a huge scheduling headache if he were.

         
         Can the relationship be fixed?

         
         I don’t know.

         
         Do you want to fix it?

         
         I don’t know. I think so. I want to be how we were. But I don’t know if that’s gone for good.

         
         Roisin kept telling herself, get this or that out the way. Get through Dev’s Downton Abbey do, get Hunter safely launched into the world—and nurse Joe through any bad reviews. Afterward, there’d be time for a state of the nation.
         

         
         Frankly, she suspected Joe would ask for one eventually, and dignity demanded she went first.

         
         It made sense to wait, yet Roisin knew a pointless delaying tactic when she invented one. It was the personal life equivalent
            of Amir querying whether Fifty Shades was great literature of the future.
         

         
         Faking it never really worked.

         
          

         “ARE YOU DECENT?!” Dev roared on the other side of the door.

         
         Joe, typing, was so startled he almost sent an unfinished email, cursing Dev under his breath.

         
         “Decent!” Roisin said, flinging the door open, striking a pose in her black dress.

         
         “Bloody hell, Sheen. If I weren’t engaged and your boyfriend weren’t a friend, and also just over there, near a brass fire
            poker . . .”
         

         
         “Haha! Thank you.”

         
         “Meredith and Gee are already on it downstairs—go join them. Anita’s taking forever as per. Joe, we’re up. You’re in a crucial role; you’re my head of the butter chicken dept,” Dev said. “I’m on parathas and raitas. Got Matt manning the bhajis station, with a sideline in lassis. Mango lassis.” 

         
         “I’d not let Matt near the lassies
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